One Place After Another:
Notes on Site Specificity* MIWON KWON Site specificity used to imply something grounded, bound to the laws of Often playing with gravity, site-specific works used to be obstinate about "pr even if they were materially ephemeral, and adamant about immobility, even face of disappearance or destruction. Whether inside the white cube or o Nevada desert, whether architectural or landscape-oriented, site-specific art in took the "site" as an actual location, a tangible reality, its identity comp unique combination of constitutive physical elements: length, depth, height, t and shape of walls and rooms; scale and proportion of plazas, buildings, o existing conditions of lighting, ventilation, traffic patterns; distinctive topog features. If modernist sculpture absorbed its pedestal/base to sever its connec or express its indifference to the site, rendering itself more autonomous referential, and thus transportable, placeless, and nomadic, then site-specific as they first emerged in the wake of Minimalism in the late 1960s and ea forced a dramatic reversal of this modernist paradigm.1 Antithetical to "If you have to change a sculpture for a site there is something wrong sculpture,"2 site-specific art, whether interruptive or assimilative, gave itself environmental context, being formally determined or directed by it. In nascent forms of institutional critique, in fact, the physical co the exhibition space remained the primary point of departure for th For example, in works such as Haacke's Condensation Cube (1963 Bochner's Measurement series (1969 , Lawrence Weiner's wall cutouts (1 Buren's Within and Beyond the Frame (1973) , the task of exposing those as the institution would obscure was enacted literally in relation to the of the exhibition space-highlighting the humidity level of a gallery moisture to "invade" the pristine Minimalist art object (a mimetic c of the gallery space itself); insisting on the material fact of the gal "framing" devices by notating their dimensions directly on them; removin of a wall to reveal the base reality behind the "neutral" white cube; an the physical boundaries of the gallery by having the art work literally window, ostensibly to "frame" the institutional frame. Attempts such expose the cultural confinement within which artists function-"the a artist is threaded through"-and the impact of its forces upon the m value of art became, as Smithson had predicted in 1972, "the grea artists in the 1970s.11 As this investigation extended into the 1980s, and less on the physical parameters of the gallery/museum or other venues to articulate its critique.
In the paradigmatic practice of Hans Haacke, for instance, the s from the physical condition of the gallery (as in the Condensation Cube) t of socioeconomic relations within which art and its institutional progr their possibilities of being. His fact-based exposes through the 1970s, lighted art's inextricable ties to the ideologically suspect if not mor power elite, recast the site of art as an institutional frame in social, e political terms, and enforced these terms as the very content of th Exemplary of a different approach to the institutional frame are Mic surgically precise displacement projects, which advanced a concept of s inclusive of historical and conceptual dimensions. In his contribution American Exhibition" at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1979, for ins revealed the sites of exhibition or display to be culturally specif generating particular expectations and narratives regarding art and Institutional siting of art, in other words, not only distinguishes qua economic value, it also (re)produces specific forms of knowledge that cally located and culturally determined-not at all universal or timeless 11. See "Conversation with Robert Smithson," edited by Bruce Kurtz, in The Writ Smithson, ed. Nancy Holt (New York: New York University Press, 1979), p. 200. 12. This project involved the relocation of a bronze replica of an eighteenth-cent George Washington from its normal position outside the entrance in front of the A one of the smaller galleries inside devoted to eighteenth-century European painting, decorative arts. Asher stated his intention as follows: "In this work I am interested i sculpture functions when it is viewed in its 18th-century context instead of in its prior the facade of the building. . .. Once inside Gallery 219 the sculpture can be seen in co the ideas of other European works of the same period" (as quoted in Anne Rorimer, In these ways, the "site" of art evolves away from its coincidenc literal space of art, and the physical condition of a specific location r primary element in the conception of a site. Whether articulated in p economic terms, as in Haacke's case, or in epistemological terms, as in rather the techniques and effects of the art institution as they circumscrib tion, production, presentation, and dissemination of art that become critical intervention. Concurrent with this move toward the dematerialization of the site is the ongoing de-aestheticization (i.e., withdrawal of visual pleasure) and dematerialization of the art work. Going against the grain of institutional habits and desires, and continuing to resist the commodification of art in/for the marke place, site-specific art adopts strategies that are either aggressively antivisualinformational, textual, expositional, didactic-or immaterial altogether-gestures, events, or performances bracketed by temporal boundaries. The "work" no longer seeks to be a noun/object but a verb/process, provoking the viewers' critical (not just physical) acuity regarding the ideological conditions of that viewing. In this context, the guarantee of a specific relationship between an art work and its "site" is not based on a physical permanence of that relationship (as demanded by Serra, for example), but rather on the recognition of its unfixed impermanence, to be experienced as an unrepeatable and fleeting situation.
But if the critique of the cultural confinement of art (and artists) via its institutions was once the "great issue," a dominant drive of site-oriented practice today is the pursuit of a more intense engagement with the outside world and everyday life-a critique of culture that is inclusive of non-art spaces, non-art institutions, and non-art issues (blurring the division between art and non-art, in fact).
Concerned to integrate art more directly into the realm of the social, either in order to redress (in an activist sense) urgent social problems such as the ecological crisis, homelessness, AIDS, homophobia, racism, and sexism, or more generally in order to relativize art as one among many forms of cultural work, current manifestations of site specificity tend to treat aesthetic and art-historical concerns as secondary issues.
Deeming the focus on the social nature of art's production and reception to be too exclusive, even elitist, this expanded engagement with culture favors "public" sites outside the traditional confines of art in physical and intellectual terms.13 13. These concerns coincide with developments in public art, which has reprogrammed site-specific art to be synonymous with community-based art. As exemplified in projects such as "Culture in Action" in Chicago (1992-93) and "Points of Entry" in Pittsburgh (1996), site-specific public art in the 1990s marks a convergence between cultural practices grounded in leftist political activism, community-based aesthetic traditions, conceptually driven art borne out of institutional critique, and identity politics Because of this convergence, many of the questions concerning contemporary site-specific practices apply to public art projects as well, and vice versa. Unfortunately, an analysis of the specific aesthetic and political problems in the public art arena, especially those pertaining to spatial politics of cities, will have to await another venue. In the meantime, I refer readers to Grant Kester's excellent analysis of current trends in community-based public art in "Aesthetic Evangelists: Conversion and Empowermen in Contemporary Community Art," Afterimage (January 1995), pp. 5-11.
.N., :v.: Furthering previous (at times literal) attempts to take art out of the museum/gallery space-system (recall Buren's striped canvases marching out the gallery window, or Smithson's adventures in the wastelands of New Jersey or isolated locales in Utah), contemporary site-oriented works occupy hotels, city streets, housing projects, prisons, schools, hospitals, churches, zoos, supermarkets, etc., and infiltrate media spaces such as radio, newspapers, television, and the Internet. In addition to this spatial expansion, site-oriented art is also informed by a broader range of disciplines (i.e., anthropology, sociology, literary criticism, psychology, natural and cultural histories, architecture and urbanism, computer science, political theory) and sharply attuned to popular discourses (i.e., fashion, music, advertising, film, and television). But more than these dual expansions of art into culture, which obviously diversify the site, the distinguishing characteristic of today's site-oriented art is the way in which both the art work's relationship to the actuality of a location (as site) and the social conditions of the institutional frame (as site) are subordinate to a discursively determined site that is delineated as a field of knowledge, intellectual exchange, or cultural debate. Furthermore, unlike previous models, this site is not defined as a precondition. Rather, it is generated by the work (often as "content"), and then verified by its convergence with an existing discursive formation. projects in a variety of media for many different institutions, their consistent engagement with issues concerning the construction and dynamics of (homo)sexuality and desire has established such issues as the "site" of their work. And in projects by artists such as Lothar Baumgarten, Renee Green, Jimmie Durham, and Fred Wilson, the legacies of colonialism, slavery, racism, and the ethnographic tradition as they impact on identity politics has emerged as an important "site" of artistic investigation. In some instances, artists including Green, Silvia Kolbowski, Group Material, and Christian Philipp Miiller have reflected on aspects of site-specific practice itself as a "site," interrogating its currency in relation to aesthetic imperatives, institutional demands, socioeconomic ramifications, or political efficacy. In this way different cultural debates, a theoretical concept, a social issue, a political problem, an institutional framework (not necessarily an art institution), a community or seasonal event, a historical condition, even particular formations of desire, are now deemed to function as sites.16 This is not to say that the parameters of a particular place or institution no longer matter, because site-oriented art today still cannot be thought or executed without the contingencies of locational and institutional circumstances. But the primary site addressed by current manifestations of site specificity is not necessarily bound to, or determined by, these contingencies in the long run. Consequently, although the site of action or intervention (physical) and the site of effects/reception 14. The exhibition "Arte Joven en Nueva York," curated by Jose Gabriel Fernandez, was hosted by Sala Mendoza and Sala RG in Caracas, Venezuela (June 9-July 7, 1991). 15. This fourth site, to which Dion would return again and again in other projects, remained consistent even as the contents of one of the crates from the Orinoco trip were transferred to New York City to be reconfigured in 1992 to become New York State Bureau of Tropical Conservation, an installation for an exhibition at American Fine Arts Co. See the conversation, "The Confessions of an Amateur Naturalist," in Documents James Meyer has distinguished this trend in recent site-oriented terms of a "functional site": "[The functional site] is a process, an operation occurring between sites, a mapping of institutional and discursive filiations and the bodies that move between them (the artist's above all). It is an informational site, a locus of overlap of text, photographs and video recordings, physical places and things. ... It is a temporary thing; a movement; a chain of meanings devoid of a particular focus."17 Which is to say the site is now structured (inter) textually rather than spatially, and its model is not a map but an itinerary, a fragmentary sequence of events and actions through spaces, that is, a nomadic narrative whose path is articulated by the passage of the artist. Corresponding to the pattern of movement in electronic spaces of the Internet and cyberspace, which are likewise structured to be experienced transitively, one thing after another, and not as synchronic simultaneity,18 this transformation of the site textualizes spaces and spatializes discourses.
A provisional conclusion might be that in advanced art practices of the past thirty years the operative definition of the site has been transformed from a physical location-grounded, fixed, actual-to a discursive vector-ungrounded, fluid, virtual. But even if the dominance of a particular formulation of site specificity emerges at one moment and wanes at another, the shifts are not always punctual or definitive. Thus, the three paradigms of site specificity I have schematized here-phenomenological, social/institutional, and discursive--although presented somewhat chronologically, are not stages in a linear trajectory of historical development. Rather, they are competing definitions, overlapping with one another and operating simultaneously in various cultural practices today (or even within a single artist's single project).
Nonetheless, this move away from a literal interpretation of the site and the multiplicitous expansion of the site in locational and conceptual terms seems more accelerated today than in the past. And the phenomenon is embraced by many artists and critics as an advance offering more effective avenues to resist revised institutional and market forces that now commodify "critical" art practices. 17. James Meyer, "The Functional Site," in Platzwechsel, exhibition catalogue (Zurich: Kunsthalle Zurich, 1995), p. 27. A revised version of the essay appears in Documents 7 (Fall 1996), pp. 20-29. 18 . Despite the adoption of architectural terminology in the description of many new electronic spaces (Web sites, information environments, program infrastructures, construction of home pages, virtual spaces, etc.), the spatial experience on the computer is structured more as a sequence of movements and passages, and less as the habitation or durational occupation of a particular "site." Hypertext is a prime example. The (information) superhighway is a more apt analogy, for the spatial experience of the highway is one of transit between locations (despite the immobility of one's body behind the wheel). museum culture and the art market. Photographic documentation and materials associated with site-specific art (preliminary sketches and drawing notes, instructions on installation procedures, etc.) have long been standar of museum exhibitions and a staple of the art market. In the recent past, ho as the cultural and market values of works from the 1960s and '70s have risen, many of the early precedents in site-specific art, once deemed so difficult to collect and impossible to reproduce, have reappeared in several high-profile exhibitions, such as "l'art conceptuel, une perspective" at the Musee d'art moderne de la ville de Paris (1989), "The New Sculpture 1965-75: Between Geometry and Gesture" (1990) , and "Immaterial Objects" , both at the Whitney Museum.21 For exhibitions like these, site-specific works from decades ago are being relocated or refabricated from scratch at or near the location of their representation, either because shipping is too difficult and its costs proh because the originals are too fragile, in disrepair, or no longer in Depending on the circumstances, some of these refabrications are after the specific exhibitions for which they are produced; in other in re-creations come to coexist with or replace the old, functioning as ne (some even finding homes in permanent collections of museums).22 W cooperation of the artist in many cases, art audiences are now offere aesthetic experiences of site-specific copies.
The chance to re-view "unrepeatable" works such as Serra's Splash Piece or Alan Saret's Sulfur Falls (1968) offers an opportunity to their historical significance, especially in relation to the current fasci the late 1960s and '70s in art and criticism. But the very process of inst tion and the attendant commercialization of site-specific art also ove principle of place-boundedness through which such works developed th of the ahistorical autonomy of the art object. Contrary to the earlier c site specificity, the current museological and commercial practices of r (in order to travel) once site-bound works make transferability and m new norms for site specificity. As Susan Hapgood has observed, "the o term 'site-specific,' has come to mean 'movable under the right circum shattering the dictum "to remove the work is to destroy the work."
The consequences of this conversion, effected by object-oriented de alizations in the guise of historical recontextualizations, are a series of reversals in which the specificity of the site is rendered irrelevant, makin 21. For an overview of this situation, see Susan Hapgood, "Remaking Art History," Ar (July 1990), pp. 115-23, 181. 22 . "The New Sculpture 1965-75: Between Geometry and Gesture," at the Whitney M included fourteen re-creations of works by Barry Le Va, Bruce Nauman, Alan Saret, Richa Shapiro, Keith Sonnier, and Richard Tuttle. Le Va's re-creation of Continuous and Rela Discontinued By the Act of Dropping from 1967 was then purchased by the Whitney for i collection and subsequently re-installed in several other exhibitions in many differen some of these works there is an ambiguous blurring between ephemerality (repeat specificity (unrepeatable?). industrial production, Minimal art had voided the traditional standards of aesthe distinction based on the handiwork of the artist as the signifier of authenticit However, as the Ace Gallery case amply reveals, despite the withdrawal of su signifiers, authorship and authenticity remain in site-specific art as a function the artist's "presence" at the point of (re)production. That is, with the evacuat of "artistic" traces, the artist's authorship as producer of objects is reconfigur as his/her authority to authorize in the capacity of director or supervisor of (re)productions. The guarantee of authenticity is finally the artist's sanction, which may be articulated by his/her actual presence at the moment of production- The increasing institutional interest in site-oriented practices that mobilize the site as a discursive narrative is demanding an intensive physical mobilization of the artist to create works in various cities throughout the cosmopolitan art world. Typically, an artist (no longer a studio-bound object maker, primarily working on-call) is invited by an art institution to execute a work specifically configured for the framework provided by the institution (in some cases the artist may solicit the institution with a proposal). Subsequently, the artist enters into a contractual agreement with the host institution for the commission. There follows repeated visits to or extended stays at the site; research into the particularities of (Austrian contribution to the Venice Biennale.) 1993. the institution and/or the city within which it is located (its history, constituenc of the [art] audience, the installation space); consideration of the parameter the exhibition itself (its thematic structure, social relevance, other artists in show); and many meetings with curators, educators, and administrative sup staff, who may all end up "collaborating" with the artist to produce the work project will likely be time-consuming and in the end will have engaged the " in a multitude of ways, and the documentation of the project will take on ano life within the art world's publicity circuit, which will in turn alert another instit for another commission.
Hapgood
Thus, if the artist is successful, he or she travels constantly as a freelancer often working on more than one site-specific project at a time, globe-trotting a guest, tourist, adventurer, temporary in-house critic, or pseudoethnographer29 Sdio Paulo, Munich, Chicago, Seoul, Amsterdam, New York, and so on. Generally the in situ configuration of a project that emerges out of such a situation is temporary, ostensibly unsuitable for re-presentation anywhere else without altering i meaning, partly because the commission is defined by a unique set of geographi and temporal circumstances and partly because the project is dependent For example, after a year-long engagement with the Maryland Historica Society, Fred Wilson finalized his site-specific commission Mining the Museu (1992) as a temporary reorganization of the institution's permanent collection a timely convergence of institutional museum critique and multicultural ident politics, Mining the Museum drew many new visitors to the Society, and the projec received high praise from both the art world and the popular press. Subsequen Wilson performed a similar excavation/intervention at the Seattle Art Museum 1993, a project also defined by the museum's permanent collection.30 Althou the shift from Baltimore to Seattle, from a historical society to an art museu introduced new variables and challenges, the Seattle project established a repeti relationship between the artist and the hosting institution, reflecting a bro museological fashion trend-commissioning of artists to re-hang perman collections. The fact that Wilson's project in Seattle fell short of the Baltimo "success" may be evidence of how ongoing repetition of such commissions ca render methodologies of critique rote and generic. They can easily beco extensions of the museum's own self-promotional apparatus, and the ar becomes a commodity with a purchase on "criticality." As Isabelle Graw has no "the result can be an absurd situation in which the commissioning institution ( museum or gallery) turns to an artist as a person who has the legitimacy to p out the contradictions and irregularities of which they themselves disapprov And for artists, "[s]ubversion in the service of one's own convictions finds e transition into subversion for hire; 'criticism turns into spectacle.'"31
To say, however, that this changeover represents the commodification of t artist is not completely accurate because it is not the figure of the artist per s a personality or a celebrity 'a la Warhol, that is produced/consumed in exchange with the institution. What the current pattern points to, in fact, is extent to which the very nature of the commodity as a cipher of production labor relations is no longer bound to the realm of manufacturing (of things) b defined in relation to the service and management industries.32 The artist a overspecialized aesthetic object maker has been anachronistic for a already. What they provide now, rather than produce, are aesthetic, oft artistic," services.33 If Richard Serra could once distill artistic activities down to their elemental physical actions (to drop, to split, to roll, to fold, to cut, etc.34), the situation now demands a different set of verbs: to negotiate, to coordinate, to compromise, to research, to organize, to interview, etc. This shift was forecasted in Conceptual art's adoption of what Benjamin Buchloh has described as the "aesthetics of administration."35 The salient point here is how quickly this aesthetics of administration, developed in the 1960s and '70s, has converted to the administration of aesthetics in the 1980s and '90s. Generally speaking, the artist used to be a maker of aesthetic objects; now he/she is a facilitator, educator, coordinator, and bureaucrat. Additionally, as artists have adopted managerial functions of art institutions (curatorial, educational, archival) as an integral part of their creative process, managers of art within institutions (curators, educators, public program directors), who often take their cues from these artists, now function as authorial figures in their own right.36 Concurrent with, or because of, these methodological and procedural changes, there is a reemergence of the centrality of the artist as the progenitor of meaning. This is true even when authorship is deferred to others in collaborations, or when the institutional framework is self-consciously integrated into the work, or when an artist problematizes his/her own authorial role. On the one hand, this "return of the author" results from the thematization of discursive sites, which engenders a misrecognition of them as "natural" extensions of the artist's identity, and the legitimacy of the critique is measured by the proximity of the artist's personal association (converted to expertise) with a particular place, history, discourse, identity, etc. (converted to thematic content). On the other hand, because the signifying chain of site-oriented art is constructed foremost by the movement and decisions of the artist,37 the (critical) elaboration of the project 33. Andrea Fraser's 1994-95 project in which she contracted herself out to the EA-Generali Foundation in Vienna (an art association established by companies belonging to the EA-Generali insurance group) as an artist/consultant to provide "interpretive" and "interventionary" services to the foundation is one of the few examples I can think of that self-consciously play out this shift in the conditions of artistic production and reception both in terms of content and structure of the project. It should be noted that the artist herself initiated the project by offering such services through her "Prospectus for Corporations." See Fraser's Report (Vienna: EA-Generali Foundation, 1995 ). 34. Richard Serra, "Verb List, 1967 -68," in Writings Interviews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994 ), p. 3. 35. Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, "Conceptual Art 1962 -1969 : From the Aesthetics of Administration to the Critique of Institutions," October55 (Winter 1991), pp. 105-43. 36. For instance, the "Views from Abroad" exhibition series at the Whitney Museum, which foregrounds "artistic" visions of European curators, is structured very much like site-specific commissions of artists that focus on museum permanent collections as described above. 37. According to James Meyer, a site-oriented practice based on a functional notion of a site "traces the artist's movements through and around the institution"; "reflect[s] the specific interests, educations, and formal decisions of the producer"; and "in the process of deferral, a signifying chain that traverses physical and discursive borders," the functional site "incorporates the body of the artist." Emphasis added. See Meyer, "The Functional Site," pp. 29, 33, 31, 35. inevitably un and discursive protagonist. implosion of is misrepresen This being s consistently generating w his/her vitae. The tension between the intensive mobilization of the artist and the re-centralization of meaning around him/her is illustrated by Renee Green's 1993 World Tour, a group re-installation of four site-specific projects produced in disparate parts of the world over a three-year period.38 By bringing several distinct projects together from "elsewhere," World Tour sought to reflect on the problematic conditions of present-day site specificity, such as the ethnographic predicament of artists who are frequently imported by foreign institutions and cities as expert/exotic visitors. World Tour also made an attempt to imagine a productive convergence between specificity and mobility, where a project created under one set of circumstances might be redeployed in another without losing its impact-or, better, finding new meaning and gaining critical sharpness through re-contextualizations.39 But these concerns were not available for viewers whose interpretive reaction was to see the artist as the primary link between the pr Indeed, the effort to redeploy the individual site-oriented projects as a concep coherent ensemble eclipsed the specificity of each and forced a relational between discrete projects. Consequently, the overriding narrative of Wor became Green's own creative process as an artist in and through the four And in this sense, the project functioned as a fairly conventional retrospectiv Just as the shifts in the structural reorganization of cultural product the form of the art commodity (to services) and the authority of the "reappeared" protagonist), values like originality, authenticity, and singul also reworked in site-oriented art-evacuated from the art work and attributed site-reinforcing a general cultural valorization of places as the locus of a experience and coherent sense of historical and personal identity.40 An in 38. The installation consisted of Bequest, commissioned by the Worcester Art Museum in Massachusetts in 1991; Import/Export Funk Office, originally shown at the Christian Nagel Gallery in Cologne in 1992 and then re-installed at the 1993 Biennial at the Whitney Museum of American Art; Mise en Scene, first presented in 1992 in Clisson, France; and Idyll Pursuits, produced for a group exhibition in 1991 in Caracas, Venezuela. As a whole, World Tour was exhibited at The Museum of Contemporary Art Los Angeles in 1993, then traveled to the Dallas Museum of Art later the same year. See Russell Ferguson, ed., World Tour, exhibition catalogue (Los Angeles: The Museum of Contemporary Art, 1993). 39. This endeavor is not exclusive to Green. Silvia Kolbowski, for instance, has proposed the possibility of working with sites as generic and transferability as specific. See her "Enlarged from the Catalogue:
The United States ofAmerica," in Silvia Kolbowski: XI Projects (New York: Border Editions, 1993), pp. 34-51. 40. This faith in the authenticity of place is evident in a wide range of disciplines. In urban studies, see Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995) .
In relation to public art, see Ronald Lee Fleming and Renata von Tscharner, PlaceMakers: Creating example of this phenomenon is "Places with a Past," a 1991 site-specific organized by MaryJane Jacob, which took the city of Charleston, South Car not only the backdrop but a "bridge between the works of art and the a In addition to breaking the rules of the art establishment, the exhibitio further a dialogue between art and the sociohistorical dimension According to Jacob, "Charleston proved to be fertile ground" for the in of issues concerning "gender, race, cultural identity, considerations of diffe subjects much in the vanguard of criticism and art-making. ... The actu situation, the fabric of the time and place of Charleston, offered an incredi and meaningful context for the making and siting of publicly visible and p prominent installations that rang true in [the artists'] approach to these While site-specific art continues to be described as a refutation of o and authenticity as intrinsic qualities of the art object or the artist, thi facilitates the translation and relocation of these qualities from the a the place of its presentation, only to have them return to the art work has become integral to the site. Admittedly, according to Jacob, " contribute a specific identity to the shows staged by injecting into the the uniqueness of the place."43 Conversely, if the social, historical, and g specificity of Charleston offered artists a unique opportunity to create able works (and by extension an unrepeatable exhibition), then the pro implementation of site-specific art in exhibitions like "Places with a Past" u utilize art to promote Charleston as a unique place. What is prized mo site-specific art is still the singularity and authenticity that the prese artist seems to guarantee, not only in terms of the presumed unrepe the work but in the ways in which the presence of the artist also endows p a "unique" distinction.
Certainly, site-specific art can lead to the unearthing of repressed provide support for greater visibility of marginalized groups and issues, and the re(dis)covery of "minor" places so far ignored by the dominant c inasmuch as the current socioeconomic order thrives on the (artificial) and (mass) consumption of difference (for difference's sake), the siting "real" places can also be a means to extract the social and historical dim of places to variously serve the thematic drive of an artist, satisfy in demographic profiles, or fulfill the fiscal needs of a city. Significantly urban identities comes at a time of a fundamental cultural shift in which architecture and urban planning, formerly the primary media for expressing a vision o the city, are displaced by other media more intimate with marketing and advert ing. In the words of urban theorist Kevin Robins, "As cities have become ever more equivalent and urban identities increasingly 'thin,'... it has become necessa to employ advertising and marketing agencies to manufacture such distinctions. is a question of distinction in a world beyond difference."44 Site specificity in th context finds new importance because it supplies distinction of place and unique ness of locational identity, highly seductive qualities in the promotion of tow and cities within the competitive restructuring of the global economic hierarch Thus, site specificity remains inexorably tied to a process that renders particularity and identity of various cities a matter of product differentiation. Indeed, the exhibition catalogue for "Places with a Past" was a "tasteful" tourist promotion pitching the city of Charleston as a unique, "artistic," and meaningful place (t visit).45 Under the pretext of their articulation or resuscitation, site-specific ar can be mobilized to expedite the erasure of differences via the commodificatio and serialization of places.
The yoking together of the myth of the artist as a privileged source of orig inality with the customary belief in places as ready reservoirs of unique identit belies the compensatory nature of such a move. For this collapse of the artist and the site reveals an anxious cultural desire to assuage the sense of loss and vacancy that pervades both sides of this equation. In this sense, Craig Owens wa perhaps correct to characterize site specificity as a melancholic discourse a practice,46 as was Thierry de Duve, who claimed that "sculpture in the la twenty years is an attempt to reconstruct the notion of site from the standpoi of having acknowledged its disappearance."47
The bulldozing of an irregular topography into aflat site is clearly a technocratic gesture which aspires to a condition of absolute placelessness, whereas the terracing of the same site to receive the stepped form of a building is an engagement in the act of "cultivating" the site. ...
Kevin Robins, "Prisoners of the City: Whatever Can a Postmodern City Be?" in Space and Plac
Theories of Identity and Location, ed. Erica Carter, James Donald, and Judith Squires (London: Lawren & Wishart, 1993), p. 306. 45 . Cultural critic Sharon Zukin has noted, "it seemed to be official policy [by the 1990s] that mak a place for art in the city went along with establishing a marketable identity for the city as a who (Zukin, The Culture of Cities [Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1995] , p. 23). 46. Addressing Robert Smithson's Spiral Jetty and the Partially Buried Wooden Shed, Craig Owens made an important connection between melancholia and the redemptive logic of site specificity i "The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism," October 12 (Spring 1980 ), pp. 67-86. 47. Thierry de Duve, "Ex Situ," Art & Design 8, no. 5/6 (May-June 1993 ), p. 25. Group Material. DaZiBaos. Poster project at Union Square, New York. 1982 iI. to "uniqueness of place"-or more precisely, in establishing authenticity of meaning, memory, histories, and identities as a differential function of places. It is this differential function associated with places, which earlier forms of site-specific art tried to exploit and the current incarnations of site-oriented works seek to re-imagine, that is the hidden attractor in the term site specificity.
It seems inevitable that we should leave behind the nostalgic notions of a site as being essentially bound to the physical and empirical realities of a place. Such a conception, if not ideologically suspect, often seems out of synch with the prevalent description of contemporary life as a network of unanchored flows. Even such an advanced theoretical position as Frampton's Critical Regionalism seems dated in this regard; for it is predicated on the belief that a particular site/place exists with its identity-giving or identifying properties always and already prior to what new cultural forms might be introduced to it or emerge from it. In such a pre-(or post-) poststructuralist conception, all site-specific gestures would have to be understood as reactive, "cultivating" what is presumed to be there already rather than generative of new identities and histories. Indeed the deterritorialization of the site has produced liberatory displacing the strictures of fixed place-bound identities with the flui migratory model, introducing the possibilities for the production of identities, allegiances, and meanings, based not on normative conformi the nonrational convergences forged by chance encounters and circum The fluidity of subjectivity, identity, and spatiality as described by Gi and Felix Guattari in their rhyzomatic nomadism,52 for example, is a theoretical tool for the dismantling of traditional orthodoxies that wou differences, sometimes violently.
However, despite the proliferation of discursive sites and "fictional" sel phantom of a site as an actual place remains, and our psychic, habitual a to places regularly return as they continue to inform our sense of identity.
persistent, perhaps secret, adherence to the actuality of places (in me longing) is not necessarily a lack of theoretical sophistication but a m survival. The resurgence of violence in defense of essentialized notions o racial, religious, and cultural identities in relation to geographical ter readily characterized as extremist, retrograde, and "uncivilized." Yet th of such relations, that is, the destabilization of subjectivity, identity, an (following the dictates of desire), can also be described as a compensato in response to the intensification of fragmentation and alienation wr mobilized market economy (following the dictates of capital). The advo continuous mobilization of self-and place-identities as discursive f polymorphous "critical" plays on fixed generalities and stereotypes, i may be a delusional alibi for short attention spans, reinforcing the ideo new-a temporary antidote for the anxiety of boredom. It is perhaps to frightening to acknowledge, but the paradigm of nomadic selves and si a glamorization of the trickster ethos that is in fact a reprisal of the i "freedom of choice"-the choice to forget, the choice to reinvent, the fictionalize, the choice to "belong" anywhere, everywhere, and nowhe choice, of course, does not belong to everyone equally. The unders identity and difference as being culturally constructed should not obscu that the ability to deploy multiple, fluid identities in and of itself is a mobilization that has a specific relationship to power. What would it mean now to sustain the cultural and historical specif place (and self) that is neither a simulacral pacifier nor a willful inve architecture, Frampton proposes a process of "double mediation," which a double negation, defying "both the optimization of advanced techno the ever-present tendency to regress into nostalgic historicism or decorative."53 An analogous double mediation in site-specific art pract mean finding a terrain between mobilization and specificity-to be out with punctuality and precision. Homi Bhabha has said, "The globe shrinks for those who own it; for the displaced or the dispossessed, the migrant or refugee, no distance is more awesome than the few feet across borders or frontiers."54 Today's site-oriented practices inherit the task of demarcating the relational specificity that can hold in tension the distant poles of spatial experiences described by Bhabha. This means addressing the differences of adjacencies and distances between one thing, one person, one place, one thought, one fragment next to another, rather than invoking equivalencies via one thing after another. Only those cultural practices that have this relational sensibility can turn local encounters into long-term commitments and transform passing intimacies into indelible, unretractable social marks-so that the sequence of sites that we inhabit in our life's traversal does not become genericized into an undifferentiated serialization, one place after another. 54. Homi K. Bhabha, "Double Visions," Artforum (January 1992), p. 88.
